
  

The Life and Times of Martin Luther 
Unit 2 

 
 
FROM CONFUSION TO PURPOSE 
Martin Luther wasn’t the only young person who was 
confused about God, the Bible, heaven and hell, and 
what it all meant for his life.  He was in good company 
as even the heroes of the Bible were normal people 
with confusion, doubts and fears.  Abraham pretended 
his wife was his sister in order to protect his own life.  
David committed adultery and in order to cover up his 
sin, caused another man to die.  All the disciples 
disserted Jesus when He was arrested.  When pressure 
grew, Peter denied even knowing Jesus. So, the doubts, 
confusion and fears that influenced Martin Luther to 
join a monastery were normal too.   
 
 
Martin’s decision, although built on fear and confusion, was one of great courage too.  He 
showed great courage to keep his vow to St. Anne even though his teachers, fellow students, 
and even his parents sought to change his mind about entering the monastery.  In their eyes, 
Martin was smart and had lots to offer, so, why waste it becoming a man in the clergy?  Why 
loose a successful career as a lawyer or a teacher to be a priest?  It was certainly no coward 
who chose to leave the outside world and become a monk in 1505. 
 
DAYS IN THE MONASTERY 
Martin Luther entered the Order of Augustine in Erfurt.  Every new student was allowed two 
months to decide whether he really wanted to become part of such a strict life.  When this 
period ended, Martin was invited to become a novice, a new monk-in-training.  He sincerely 
wanted to be a priest, partly because he was sure that hardworking priest would go to heaven.  
But as the time approached for him to conduct his first Mass (Holy 
Communion service), he became more and more afraid of the 
responsibility.  Martin wanted to do everything perfectly, especially 
when he found out that his father was coming to hear him. 
 
Although he struggled with the idea of a sinful priest talking to 
Almighty God in the Mass, Martin managed to get through the 
service.  Afterward his teachers, his fellow monks, and even his father 
congratulated him.  His father, however, was still not pleased with his 
son’s decision.  Hans Luther asked Martin if he was sure it was God 
and not the devil who had sent the thunderstorm.  Deep down 
Martin felt the same doubts he always had.  As a priest Martin 



  

worked as hard as he could to please God.  He fasted so much that he almost starved himself to 
death.  Later in life he once said, “If any monk ever got to heaven by being a monk, I, too, would 
have made it.” 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING, LEARNING AND TEACHING 
Soon after Martin became a priest, the prior (head) of the monastery arranged for Martin to 
begin studying for a degree in biblical studies.  Before long, John Staupitz, head of all the 
Augustinian monks in Germany, asked Martin to join him in teaching philosophy at the 
university in Wittenberg.  Wittenberg was a little town 100 miles away in the German province 
of Saxony.   

  
Martin was glad for the invitation to work with Staupitz.  Martin 

had met him many times in the monastery and often thought of 
Staupitz as a father who understood his needs.  Staupitz 
became a ‘spiritual father’ to Martin who taught him that God 
was more than a judge, that God was loving, and that 

salvation came as a gift of God’s love.  But Martin refused to 
accept a solution where his own contribution was unnecessary.   

 
In 1510, Martin was chosen to represent the Augustinian Order 

at an important meeting in Rome, the center of the Roman 
Catholic church.  He made the journey to Rome on foot with 

another monk, traveling the 850 miles in about 40 days.  That 
distance is about the same as walking from Cypress, TX to St. Louis, MO.   

 
By going to Rome, Martin hoped to have his doubts removed.  Martin found instead that his 
doubts increased.  He saw priests living in great wealth while the people lived in poverty.  Many 
leaders of the church openly broke their vows of chastity.  He saw priests selling souvenirs, 
including the supposed relics from Bible times.  Some priests treated the Mass as if it was  
something ordinary; no big deal.   
 
While he was in Rome, Martin went to the “Holy Stairs,” 
which were supposed to be the very ones Jesus had 
climbed in Jerusalem on His way to the trial before Pilate.  
“If you climb these on your knees,” the church had said, 
“you and your relatives will be spared punishment in 
purgatory, the place where people are cleansed after 
death before they enter heaven.”  Martin climbed 
them one by one, but nothing eased his doubts and 
fears.  He returned from Rome shocked by the things he 
had seen. 
 
Martin received a Doctor of Theology degree from Wittenberg University, the highest 
degree a student of the Bible could earn.  Now known as Dr. Luther, Martin also became one of 



  

the most popular preachers in the city.  Since Staupitz was retiring from his position at the 
university, he arranged for Martin to take his place.  Staupitz knew that Martin would have to 
study the Bible closely.  Staupitz believed that Martin eventually would find the answer for 
which he had looked so long and which Staupitz had tried unsuccessfully to show him. 
 
REALIZING THE GOD OF LOVE 
Martin enjoyed reading and studying the Bible, and he enjoyed preaching about what he had 
learned.  The people enjoyed hearing about God’s Word instead of the church’s laws.   
 
Martin also began to understand what Staupitz had been talking about.  In the Psalms he 
learned that God didn’t want to condemn sinners but save them.  He began to realize that God, 
who would sacrifice His own Son for people, could hardly hate 
them.  And finally, sometime in 1514, when he was 30 years old, 
Martin found the key in Romans 1:16-17: “I am not ashamed of 
the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of 
everyone who believes...The righteous will live by faith.”  
 
For years Martin worried about life after death.   
He worried about whether or not he would go to heaven.  He 
worried about his salvation.  What a great relief it was to him 
when he realized Jesus had already accomplished all that was necessary to earn him salvation 
and eternal life in heaven.  Salvation is something we Christians receive by faith . . . and faith is 
something the Holy Spirit brings us through the Word of God.  We don’t earn it, but we do 
receive it.  At long last, Dr. Luther realized the love of God.  As he shared this good news with 
others, the people who listened to him grew and his popularity increased greatly.  The more he 
studied the Bible, the more he found things that were contrary to what the Roman Catholic 
Church was teaching at the time.  He found that most of the church’s stories about the apostles 
were made up and that nowhere in scripture are people encouraged to pray to the saints.  
 
The people liked what they heard from Dr. Luther; however, some of his fellow teachers did 
not.  The next thing he questioned proved to be an even bigger issue!  For years, when the 
church wanted to raise money, it sold indulgences (letters that excused people from doing 
penance (Penance was some action done to show that a person was truly sorry for committing 
a sin).  Wealthy people, and even some of the poor who couldn’t really afford indulgences, 
bought them to avoid the inconvenience of penance.   
 
Yet in the days of Dr. Luther, this indulgence selling grew to a horrible state.  People were being 
told they could basically buy forgiveness. They were buying forgiveness of sins instead of 
freedom from penance.   Some were told that they could pay off years of punishment their 
dead relatives were experiencing in Purgatory.  They were taught that Purgatory was the place 
souls went, like a holding tank, in order to get cleaned up enough to enter paradise.  Dr. Luther 
knew this was wrong.  He knew from the Bible’s truth that forgiveness of sins comes freely from 
God because of Jesus’ suffering and death.  So, he began to speak out against indulgence sales 
and to plan for a formal discussion about them with his fellow teachers and priests.  



  

 
THE NINETY-FIVE THESES 
Of all the indulgence salesmen, John Tetzel 
was the most effective and, according to Dr. 
Luther, the most disgusting.  Tetzel would 
say anything about indulgences that would 
bring in more money to the Church.  Playing 
on emotions, Tetzel painted gruesome 
pictures of those suffering in purgatory 
calling out to loved ones to ease their pain 
through the purchase of indulgences.  When 

the members of Dr. Luther’s congregation began to purchase indulgences, he got angry to say 
the least.  He refused to ignore the sins of those who came to confession with indulgences 
bought from Tetzel.  Dr. Luther also instructed his members not to purchase them and instead, 
to fully rely on the grace of God found in Jesus at the cross. 
 
Long before the Internet, cell phones, television and Snapchat, Dr. Luther did what any normal 
educated man would have done.  He carefully and methodically crafted out the errors in the 
church and posted them up in public in order to call the other priests and leaders to have a 
discussion, a debate about these issues.  On Oct 31, 1517 he nailed his 95 Theses (95 
Statements) to the main door of the 
Castle Church in Wittenberg for the 
other scholars to read and discuss.  Most 
of the local citizens ignored what Dr. 
Luther wrote, partly because posting 
announcements was common in that day 
and also, because these 95 Theses were 
written in Latin (the language of the 
educated) and not in German (the 
language of the common people).   
 
Within a month, though, these theses 
had set Germany on fire.  They were 
translated into German and before long, 
educated and common folk alike were 
talking about a monk who had said that 
people could go directly to God for 
forgiveness (and not the Pope), and that the rich should give their indulgence money to charity.  
Intending only to point out and discuss what he believed the church was doing wrong, Luther 
instead sparked a revolution.  It soon became known as . . . the Reformation!   
 
 
 
 



  

  


